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Dehumanisation has the potential to be a thick normative tool that can then be applied to prevent moral 
relativism, by establishing a universal standard of morality. The significance of this is lost within moral philosophy 
with definitions of dehumanisation both few and rarely agreed upon. To address this, my research aims to create 
and apply dehumanization as a normative tool. In chapter 1, I will discuss and evaluate the philosophical 
definitions of dehumanization that feature within the literature. From this process, I shall also offer a list 
definition of dehumanization, incorporating components that emerge from this evaluative discussion. The list 
definition of dehumanization will comprise five different outcomes (three regarding action and two language) 
that are considered dehumanizing when applied upon an individual or group. To demonstrate the applicability 
of dehumanization as a normative tool, this list definition was used in a case study. This case study will focus on 
the Australian governments' treatment of non-documented asylum-seekers that arrive in Australia by boat. This 
issue has been highly politicised, with criticism suggesting asylum-seekers are dehumanized by the Australian 
government. To neutrally examine what can be considered government treatment, I have chosen to focus on 
non-document asylum-seeker policy and its consequences. Chapter 2 examines the policy design of the 'Pacific 
Solution II' and its rhetoric in relation to asylum-seekers. Whilst, chapter 3 considers the observed consequences 
for asylum-seekers from the implementation of the 'Pacific Solution II'. Through this case study I found no 
instances of dehumanizing language, but found instances of dehumanizing action. Dehumanizing outcomes 
regarding action were identified in both the policy's design and in the consequences of its implementation. 
These dehumanizing actions included: undermining the needs to maintain basic human flourishing, undermining 
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Introduction 
Attempting to understand the failure of treating another person as a fellow human being-the problem of 
dehumanization-has long held my curiosity. Dehumanization is a term that is frequently used in various 
arguments against a particular action or events. The common denominator among the multiple uses of the term 
dehumanization is that it is always used in the sense of a moral wrong, which violates moral claim. However, the 
definition of dehumanization and how it constitutes a wrong is still disputed in the literature (Livingstone Smith 
2016). Given questions over morality are addressed in the field of ethics, I argue that dehumanization should be 
explored through this branch of philosophy. 
However, much of the literature has used dehumanization as a social psychological phenomenon (Mota I, 2015; 
Christoff, 2014). The social psychological concept of dehumanization is an attitude where an individual or group 
is perceived as lacking humanity (Haslam, 2006). Thus, most applied examples throughout the literature discuss 
differential or sometimes mistreatment of certain groups (Haslam, 2006). This does not mean that 
dehumanization is restricted to this sphere alone. There are scholarly works which discuss dehumanization from 
a philosophical perspective, albeit on a smaller scale. Marie Mikkola's (2016) research in particular.demonstrates 
the potential to employ dehumanization as a 'normative tool', a concept that can help us in determining whether 
an action constitutes a moral harm or instance of injustice. Thus, in framing dehumanization as a normative 
concept, we would in turn be able to identify how it is a moral wrong. Hence, in this research I will also seek to 
use dehumanization as a normative tool. This approach will incorporate components of Mikkola's (2016) work, 
but will extend to include other philosophical works on the topic. 
These philosophical works all offer different definitions of dehumanization, utilising them in differing arguments. 
While initially this project began with the intention of selecting one of these definitions, I found that each only 
partially encompassed the phenomenon of dehumanization. This is to be expected, given the broad and varied 
use of the term in the literature. Thus, the inclusion of these other works will be aimed at creating a working 
definition of dehumanization that reflects the current philosophical discussion on the matter. Hence, the first 
step of this research was to form a working definition of dehumanization that would function as a normative 
concept. In creating this working definition, the second step would then apply this concept to a real world case. 
For this working definition to be a functional normative concept, it should then be applicable to real ethical 
dilemmas. 
An ethical dilemma that was present for me as an Australian citizen, regarding differential group treatment, was 
the Australian government's approach to undocumented immigration. Asylum-seekers arriving in without visas 
in Australia by boat became a point of controversy for the Australian Government around 2001. The cause of 
the controversy began with the drownings of many of these asylum-seekers, whose vessels were not seaworthy 
for the journey. Seeking to deter these asylum-seekers from such journey, the then Australian Liberal 
government implemented the 'Pacific Solution'. This policy imposed on those asylum-seekers caught attempting 
the journey to be sent to offshore processing centres in Papua New Guinea and Nauru. How this policy was 
7 



































